Despite the well-established historiography examining the South African war's impact upon British society, little attention has been paid to the plight of British soldiers' families or to the charitable efforts mobilised to maintain them in the absence of adequate state support. This article, focusing on the key charity in the field, the Soldiers' and Sailors' Families Association (SSFA), examines the SSFA's wartime policies and considers how the 1 Yet one profound effect of the war on British civilians has remained almost wholly unexamined: the removal on active service of the main breadwinner from some 200,000 working-class families, and the huge philanthropic effort required to support these families adequately for a period of up to three years. This social impact was acutely gendered, for the direct effects fell overwhelmingly on the wives, mothers and children of soldiers while the volunteers who raised and distributed essential financial assistance were also mainly women. It is perhaps for this reason that 'traditional' imperial historians, notoriously afflicted with 'gender blindness', have overlooked its importance.
In August 1900 the SSFA had 80,531 families on its books. Gildea calculated that across the war years the Association gave monetary assistance to '198,438 families, exclusive of children'. 22 Coping with this unprecedented challenge required the SSFA not only rapidly to expand its network of branches and volunteers but also to design and implement new policies adapted to wartime conditions. Many of these policies were subsequently replicated by the state in the First World War.
Soldiers' wives and children made up the bulk of the Association's workload.
(Reflecting the youth and recent marriages of most servicemen, the number of children was comparatively low -1.76 children per wife for 1900-1901-though many wives were pregnant when their husbands were called up.) SSFA policy in these cases was to maintain the family's standard of living at its pre-war rate: the soldier would return to find his family as he had left them. Better-off families thus received more charitable aid than poorer ones.
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Those failing the sobriety test might still be assisted, but in food and rent payments rather than cash; if there were children the SSFA employed National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) inspectors to check on their welfare. 43 In this emphasis on moral conduct, 'self-help' and assisting 'the deserving', as well as in its casework approach, the SSFA bore resemblance to the Charity Organization Society (COS). 44 As their brief and unhappy wartime collaboration demonstrated, however, there were important differences between them.
This collaboration was brought about by the fact that the SSFA in 1899 was simply too small to respond effectively to the challenge of war. With only 3,000 volunteers, its regional coverage was patchy even in military centres like Hampshire and in places nonexistent. 45 It was particularly weak in cities. Indeed, several major provincial towns ran their own funds for local soldiers' families, organized by the mayor or local newspaper, without reference to the SSFA. 46 Most damaging to the SSFA's credibility was its weakness in the capital's poorest areas: in 1899 the Association had 'virtually no organisation whatever' in its North London district, which included much of the East End. 47 When at the outbreak of war the COS offered its assistance in London, therefore, the SSFA was in no position to refuse. By December the COS had dealt with 2,300 SSFA London cases. 48 In the context of war, however, the approach of the two organizations was very different. Whereas the COS was notorious for its penny-pinching and inquisitional policies, the SSFA stressed that soldiers' families were 'claimants for our help' not 'beggars for the doles of our charity'. 49 Volunteers were told to 'err on the side of liberality ... there shall be no stinting'.
for the first two years of the war the War Office remained largely dependent on SSFA volunteers to act as its agents at local level. 
